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To ask the right questions, designers need sources of evidence from new fields. A hospital architect must learn about medicine, the healthcare system, and the nurse's role in care delivery. A sustainable project requires its architect to understand air quality, energy consumption in buildings, green building materials, and the ecology of natural systems. Practitioners using evidence-based design must be prepared to step outside the boundaries of their traditional education to explore the possibilities of information and credible evidence in unfamiliar fields.
Identify a Key Design Issue
The first step should be totally familiar to every experienced practitioner. Anyone with a design W hen a researcher begins a study, a crucial step is to state the research question, which must be precise and lead directly to the choice of research methods used in the attempt to answer it. Designers who seek information that will help them make better informed decisions must be able to ask a researchable question. What is the difference between a research question and a researchable question? The former, a scientist's research question, may be in the form of a hypothesis associated with a study method intended to discover whether or not the hypothesis is supported. It leads to the development of new knowledge. The latter, a designer's researchable question, is a path toward the discovery of potentially important information that already exists.
A designer must use a variety of sources to discover relevant evidence for each unique project. The designer cannot rely on outdated information or ignore new information. Discovering relevant evidence means seeking out the most reliable in-Design and the Researchable Question D. Kirk Hamilton, FAIA, FACHA, EDAC D. Kirk Hamilton, FAIA, FACHA, EDAC education has been taught to identify issues crucial to the design problem and is accustomed to focusing on these key issues as they initiate the design process. Key design issues are best if the associated design decision will have a major impact and the design team and client have to learn more about the topic.
Convert Key Design Issues Into Researchable Questions
Producing researchable questions may require new skills. Typically, the description of a key design issue is not in a form that lends itself to a literature search. An architect must take each statement of a key design issue and convert it into one or more researchable questions. It is likely that each design issue will produce several questions. The main idea is to break the statement of a key design issue into questions that enable the search for information. These questions should be specific enough to empower the searcher and to allow for the possibility of an answer. 
Collect Information Relevant to the Researchable Questions
This step might require skills the designer has seldom used since leaving the university; it is the heart of an evidence-based process. It builds on the skills used in preparing a traditional project brief in which decisions are made to define the objectives and scope of a project. It is essential to seek useful information from sources beyond traditional architectural domains, often related to the client's field.
The evidence-based process encourages architects to turn to the literature, both academic and nonacademic. In today's world, the library is a bit less important because electronic sources have increased, but every practitioner would be well advised to become acquainted with a competent research librarian. The collection of evidence does not end with the library. The possibilities for data that could be relevant to a project are nearly infinite.
In some cases, designers believe they already know the answer. The temptation is to move on to something else while acting on the basis of prior understanding of the issue. What may be needed, however, are an open mind and a willingness to expand the search beyond what is already known. Conversely, a designer may have no clue about the question. In such a situation, a virtually infinite range of possibilities lies ahead, and a course of action might be framed around a careful narrowing of the places to seek information.
Critical Interpretation Is Required
Once new information has been gathered, an architect must make judgments about what it means to the design project. Architects may not have had much experience evaluating evidence, so this step could necessitate the development of new skills. They must use critical thinking to evaluate the evidence collected. This will call for an understanding of the hierarchy of different types of evidence. A designer must be prepared to cope with conflicting findings and know how to judge the preponderance of the evidence. Determining the best course of action in the face of conflicting information is not easy. The judgment needed makes this step a highly creative point in the process.
Fundamental to this step is the intent to analyze and evaluate research findings that have no direct connection to the project at hand. Research on similar projects or topics is not about the specific project at hand. The interpretation of research implications for the project may be fairly direct, or extremely speculative and tangential. In this context, critical thinking requires a designer to be disciplined in the analysis, synthesis, evaluation, and application of the information collected.
If an architect expects a result from a particular design concept, such as patients will experience less pain if they have access to sunlight and views of nature, then the concept should be directly linked by this interpretation to a body of credible evidence, such as findings about the influence of natural light and views. Every design practitio-ner has learned how to develop design concepts, which are meant to obtain an intended result. These intended results can be documented as design hypotheses.
The process of documenting design hypotheses may be unfamiliar, but every designer intuitively understands the intention of his or her design decisions. An evidence-based process requires that these be documented. Once the hypotheses have been described, it is necessary to identify one or more measures by which the hypotheses can be confirmed. It is important for designers to avoid the assumption that one or more of these measures will prove something about a design. The architect should recognize that in the domain of human behavior observation in physical environments made up of large numbers of variable features, it is sufficient to say that the hypothesis was supported or not supported.
A "chain of logic" links the design to research findings. It is important to seek links that run directly from credible research findings, through an interpretation founded on critical analysis, to a design concept based on a hypothesis about anticipated results. The results must be measured. A design based on evidence must be able to display the chain of logic that connects specific research findings or credible data to a planned outcome associated with the completed project. Success in finding such evidence is grounded in the ability to develop a set of researchable questions associated with a key design issue. Asking the right question shapes the path a designer will follow. The question is fateful.
